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Office of the Secretary 
of Transportation

Dear Members of Congress:

It is with great enthusiasm that I submit this strategic plan for high-speed rail.  In the last century, a 
national vision led to the creation of the world’s most advanced highway and aviation networks – helping 
spur unprecedented economic growth and urban development.  Now, President Obama is ready to make 
a renewed commitment to the Nation’s travelers – not just to upgrade and maintain our aging highway 
and aviation systems, but to build a world-class network of high-speed passenger rail corridors.

We face a complex set of challenges in the 21st century – building a robust, green economy, gaining energy 
independence, reversing global climate change, and fostering more livable, connected communities.  These 
new challenges require creative new transportation solutions.  A combination of express and regional 
high-speed corridors, evolving from upgraded, reliable intercity passenger rail service, has proven effective 
in addressing many of these challenges around the world and in selected U.S. corridors.  The President is 
committed to bringing this successful approach to key travel corridors across America.

We begin that process here, and will further develop and refine it in the coming months through our  
budget and policy proposals.  Throughout the process of advancing this new transportation vision, the  
President has asked me to reach out to you, our State partners, other key stakeholders and the public.  We 
will, therefore, be seeking feedback and suggestions that help lead us to a successful implementation of 
this high-speed rail initiative.

I look forward to working with Congress as we embark on this exciting new journey to transform 
America’s transportation system.
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Executive Summary
In the 20th century, the United States built highway and aviation networks that transformed the country – 
fueling unprecedented economic expansion, fostering new communities and connecting cities, towns and 
regions.  Strong public-sector leadership along with private industry partnerships were the lynchpins to 
that success.  States forged the path by identifying the needs and investing in key portions of the system, 
private industry brought innovation and resources, and the Federal Government provided an integrating 
vision, the policy roadmap and a funding framework that enabled the realization of a national system.

We now face a new set of transportation challenges 
– creating a foundation for economic growth in a 
more complex global economy, promoting energy 
independence and efficiency, addressing global climate 
change and environmental quality, and fostering 
livable communities connected by safe, efficient, 
modes of travel.  The existing transportation system 
requires significant investment simply to rebuild and 
maintain critical infrastructure and modernize aging 
technologies.  Meeting our 21st century challenges 
will require new transportation solutions as well.  

A New Transportation Vision.   President Obama 
proposes to help address the Nation’s transportation 
challenges by investing in an efficient, high-speed  
passenger rail network of 100- to 600-mile intercity 
corridors that connect communities across America.   This vision builds on the successful highway and aviation 
development models with a 21st century solution that focuses on a clean, energy-efficient option (even today’s  
modest intercity passenger rail system consumes one-third less energy per passenger-mile than automobiles,  
for example1).

Developing a comprehensive high-speed intercity passenger rail network will require a long-term commitment 
at both the Federal and State levels.   The President proposes to jump-start the process with the $8 billion 
down payment provided in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) and a high-speed rail grant  
program of $1 billion per year (proposed in his fiscal year (FY) 2010 budget).  These first steps emphasize strategic  
investments that will yield tangible benefits to intercity rail infrastructure, equipment, performance, and  
intermodal connections over the next several years, while also creating a “pipeline” of projects to enable future 
corridor development.

A major reshaping of the Nation’s transportation system is not without significant challenges.  After decades 
of relatively modest investment in passenger rail, the United States has a dwindling pool of expertise in the 
field and a lack of manufacturing capacity.  Federal and State Governments face a difficult fiscal environment 
in which to balance critical investment priorities, and many will have to ramp up their program management 

1  Based on United States Department of Energy, 2007 Transportation Energy Data Book – for Amtrak and auto transportation; HSR 
can be even more energy-efficient.

Strategic Transportation Goals
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 livable communities
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infrastructure.  The country’s success in creating a sustainable transportation future, however, demands that 
we work to overcome these challenges through strong new partnerships among State and local governments, 
railroads, manufacturers and other stakeholders, along with the renewed Federal commitment proposed here. 

Proposed Funding Approach.  In order to meet the goals of the Recovery Act while initiating a transformational 
new program, we propose to advance three funding “tracks”:

	 Projects.  Provide grants to complete individual projects that are “ready to go” with preliminary 
engineering and environmental work completed.2

	Corridor programs.  Enter into cooperative agreements to develop entire phases or geographic sections 
of corridor programs that have completed corridor plans and environmental documentation, and 
have a prioritized list of projects to meet the corridor objectives; this approach would involve 
additional Federal oversight and support.

	 Planning.  Enter into cooperative agreements for planning activities using non-ARRA appropriations 
funds, in order to create the corridor program and project pipeline needed to fully develop a high-
speed rail network.

As President Obama outlined in his March 20, 2009, memorandum, Ensuring Responsible Spending of Recovery 
Act Funds, program evaluation will be based on “transparent, merit-based selection criteria.”  Criteria will 
include:

	 Public Benefits.  The extent to which the project or corridor program provides specific, measurable, 
achievable benefits in a timely and cost-effective manner, including: (1) contributing to economic 
recovery efforts, (2) advancing strategic transportation goals (outlined above), and (3) furthering 
other passenger rail goals articulated in recently-passed authorizing legislation.

	 Risk Mitigation.  The extent to which the project or corridor program addresses critical success 
factors, including: (1) fiscal and institutional capacity to carry out projects, (2) realistic financial 
plans for covering capital and operating costs, (3) formal commitments from key stakeholders (e.g., 
railroads and neighboring States), and (4) adequate project management oversight experience and 
procedures.  

Next Steps.  This Strategic Plan is just the first of several steps intended to further refine and elaborate on 
this high-speed rail corridor vision – including the program guidance (due June 17), the President’s detailed 
fiscal year 2010 budget request, the National Rail Plan called for by Congress, and discussions over upcoming 
surface transportation legislation.  The U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) intends to seek structured 
input from stakeholders and the public throughout the process of developing and implementing the strategy.

2  Environmental review and preliminary engineering expenses needed to prepare projects for construction will also be eligible.
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Introduction
After 60 years and more than $1.8 trillion of investment,3 the United States has developed the world’s most 
advanced highway and aviation systems.  Yet these systems face mounting congestion and rising environmental 
costs.  Moreover, the Nation’s current transportation system consumes 70% of our oil demand – much of it 
from overseas sources – and contributes 28% of greenhouse gas emissions.

The highway and aviation networks will always remain indispensable elements of the country’s transportation 
system, and significant investment is needed in those modes to rebuild essential infrastructure and modernize 
aging technologies.  But it is also clear that the existing infrastructure is insufficient to handle the Nation’s future 
passenger and freight mobility demands.  A new approach is needed – one that responds to today’s economic, 
energy, and environmental challenges.

Strategic Transportation Goals

Transportation investment strategy must address several strategic goals in the coming years:

•	 Ensure safe and efficient transportation choices.  Promote the safest possible movement of goods and 
people, and optimize the use of existing and new transportation infrastructure.

•	 Build a foundation for economic competitiveness.  Lay the groundwork for near-term and ongoing 
economic growth by facilitating efficient movement of people and goods, while renewing critical 
domestic manufacturing and supply industries.

•	 Promote energy efficiency and environmental quality.  Reinforce efforts to foster energy 
independence and renewable energy, and reduce pollutants and greenhouse gas emissions.

•	 Support interconnected, livable communities.  Improve quality of life in local communities by 
promoting affordable, convenient and sustainable housing, energy and transportation options. 

As Figure 1 illustrates, each transportation mode plays a critical role in intercity passenger transportation, but 
the comparative advantage of each varies by market factor.

Figure 1 
Potential Modal Comparative Advantage by Market4

Intercity Distance Mile
Population Density 0-100 100-600 600-3,000

Light
1) Auto 1) Auto 

2) Conventional Rail
1) Auto 
2) Air

Moderate
1) Auto 
2) Commuter Rail

1) High Speed Rail 
2) Auto

1) Auto 
2) Air

High
1) Commuter Rail 
2) Auto

1) High Speed Rail 
2) Air

1) Air

3  In constant 2009 dollars.
4  Not intended to be definitive “rankings” but simply to illustrate where modes tend to better meet strategic goals; modes not listed in 
markets can play important “niche” roles – e.g., bus and long-distance rail.
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High-Speed Rail

High-speed intercity passenger rail can play a critical role in certain travel markets, but the United States 
has historically failed to invest in this mode.  The President proposes a long-term strategy intended to build 
an efficient, high-speed passenger rail network of 100- to 600-mile intercity corridors, as one element of a 
modernized transportation system.  

In the near term, this proposal
lays the foundation for that
network by investing in intercity
rail infrastructure, equipment and
intermodal connections, beginning
with an $8 billion down pay-
ment provided under ARRA, and
continuing with a high-speed rail
grant program of $1 billion per year
(as called for in the President’s FY
2010 budget proposal).

The near-term investment strategy 
seeks to: 

•	 Advance new express high-
speed corridor services 
(operating speeds above 
150 mph on primarily 
dedicated track) in select 
corridors of 200–600 miles.

	Develop emerging and 
regional high-speed 
corridor services (operating 
speeds up to 90–110 
mph and 110–150 mph 
respectively, on shared 
and dedicated track) in 
corridors of 100–500 miles.

	Upgrade reliability and 
service on conventional 
intercity rail services 
(operating speeds up to 
79–90 mph).

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Definitions: 
High-Speed Rail (HSR) and Intercity Passenger Rail (IPR)*

HSR – Express.   Frequent, express service between major popu-
lation centers 200–600 miles apart, with few intermediate stops.  
Top speeds of at least 150 mph on completely grade-separated, 
dedicated rights-of-way (with the possible exception of some 
shared track in terminal areas).  Intended to relieve air and high-
way capacity constraints.
HSR – Regional.  Relatively frequent service between major and 
moderate population centers 100–500 miles apart, with some 
intermediate stops.  Top speeds of 110–150 mph, grade-separated, 
with some dedicated and some shared track (using positive train 
control technology).  Intended to relieve highway and, to some 
extent, air capacity constraints.

Emerging HSR.  Developing corridors of 100–500 miles, with 
strong potential for future HSR Regional and/or Express service.  
Top speeds of up to 90–110 mph on primarily shared track 
(eventually using positive train control technology), with advanced 
grade crossing protection or separation.  Intended to develop the 
passenger rail market, and provide some relief to other modes.

Conventional Rail.  Traditional intercity passenger rail services of 
more than 100 miles with as little as one to as many as 7–12 daily 
frequencies; may or may not have strong potential for future high-
speed rail service.  Top speeds of up to 79 mph to as high as 90 
mph generally on shared track.  Intended to provide travel options 
and to develop the passenger rail market for further development in  
the future.

* Corridor lengths are approximate; slightly shorter or longer 
intercity services may still help meet strategic goals in a cost- 
effective manner.
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This near-term strategy emphasizes making investments that yield tangible results within the next several years, 
while also creating a “pipeline” that enables ongoing future corridor development.

Benefits of Passenger Rail

Rail is well positioned to address many of the Nation’s strategic transportation goals: 

Safe and efficient transportation options.  Rail is a cost-effective means for serving transportation needs in congested 
intercity corridors.  In many cases, modest investment on existing rights-of-way can result in high-speed rail 
(HSR) and intercity passenger rail (IPR) service with highly competitive trip times, while also providing ancillary 
benefits to energy-efficient freight rail service.  IPR and HSR also have a strong track record of safety in the 
United States and overseas.  In Japan, for instance, the Tokaido Shinkansen trains have operated without a 
derailment or collision since the inception of operations in 1964.  

Foundation for economic competitiveness.  America’s transportation system is the lifeblood of the economy.  
Providing a robust rail network can help serve the needs of national and regional commerce in a cost-
effective, resource-efficient manner, by offering travelers convenient access to economic centers.  Moreover, 
investment in HSR/IPR will not only generate 
high-skilled construction and operating jobs, 
but it can also provide a steady market for 
revitalized domestic industries producing such 
essential components as rail, control systems, 
locomotives, and passenger cars.

Energy efficiency and environmental quality.  
Rail is already among the cleanest and most 
energy-efficient of the passenger transportation 
modes (see Figure 2). A future HSR/IPR 
network using new clean diesel or electric 
power can further enhance rail’s advantages.  
According to one recent study, implementation 
of pending plans for the federally designated 
HSR corridors could result in an annual reduction of 6 billion pounds of CO2 (2.7 MMTCO2).

6

Interconnected livable communities.  Rail transport has generally been associated with “smart growth” because 
it can foster higher-density development than has typically been associated with highways and airports.  
Rail is uniquely capable of providing both high-speed intercity transportation and its own efficient local 
access and egress system.  For example, in the Boston region, Amtrak’s Acela serves two downtown stations 
connected to public transit – South Station and Back Bay – as well as a suburban station at Route 128.   
Yet just a few miles down the line to the west, Acela achieves speeds up to 130 miles per hour, and then 150 
miles per hour. 

5  U.S. Department of Energy, “Transportation Energy Data Book,” Edition 26, May 2007.
6  Joint 2006 study by the Center for Clean Air Policy and Center for Neighborhood Technology,  
http://www.cnt.org/repository/HighSpeedRailEmissions.pdf

Figure 2 
Energy Efficiency of 

Passenger Transportation Modes5
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Background and Context
In order to understand the proposed approach for launching high-speed rail in America, it is important to 
briefly review the history of intercity passenger rail, the challenges in implementing the new vision, and the 
legislative underpinnings for it.

Historical Perspective

While it was once the preeminent mode of travel, intercity passenger train travel in America has played a  
relatively minor role in the second half of the 20th Century.  As Figure 3 displays, with the expansion of the 
highway and aviation systems, total intercity travel in the United States has grown dramatically.  Intercity 
passenger rail traffic, however, after peaking during World War II, collapsed in the late 1950s and 1960s, 
reaching a low point of 4.3 billion passenger-miles in 1972, after the private railroads got out of the business.  

Figure 3

U.S. Intercity Travel Trends by Modal Share, 1929-2004 7

Much of this growth in intercity travel has been fueled by an aggressive public investment strategy.  For six 
decades, Federal transportation policies have focused most intercity transportation investments in the highway 

7  Estimates based on data from U.S. DOT and Association of American Railroads and the American Travel Survey (1995).
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and aviation systems.  As Figure 4 displays, passenger rail has represented less than 3 percent of the rapidly 
growing Federal investment in intercity transportation, and until this year, that share has been shrinking.

Figure 4 
Federal Investment in Intercity Transportation, 1949-2008 

(2009 Constant Dollars. Time Axis Not to Scale.)
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Funding and Ownership

In 1970, Congress created the National Railroad Passenger Corporation (Amtrak) to preserve remaining 
passenger service over a national system of routes.  Amtrak was formed as a private, for-profit Federally- 
sponsored corporation.  The company was granted rights of access to tracks owned by the private railroads at 
incremental cost, along with operating priority over freight trains, in exchange for relieving the railroads of their 
direct passenger service obligations and associated financial losses.

Moreover, Amtrak relies almost exclusively on annual Federal appropriations to cover both its capital needs  
and operating deficits, making long-term planning decisions difficult.  Amtrak’s capital investments have largely 
failed to keep up with the needs of its existing fleet and infrastructure, and aside from the Northeast Corridor 
(NEC) Improvement Project, few upgrades to the system have been made.  States like California, Illinois, 
North Carolina, Washington and others have independently sponsored rail services and capital investments, 
but significant modernization of rail systems and service has remained out of reach of many States.  While other 
modes have historically benefited from dedicated Federal funding for infrastructure investment, rail has had no 
such Federal capital matching source. Figure 5 illustrates how State capital dollars can be leveraged by Federal 
matching dollars for each mode.8

8  Federal matching funding (i.e., leverage) varies by specific project; these numbers are examples.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






